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Introduction 8 
“Competitive sports are played mainly on a five-and-a-half-inch court; the space 9 
between your ears.” 10 
--- Bobby Jones, golfer, fourfold winner of the US open ---  11 
Despite its importance in optimizing a team’s effectiveness, the application of sport 12 
psychology practices often gets overshadowed by the training of physical abilities, technical 13 
skills, and tactical insight. Yet, in order to fully reach the physical, technical, and tactical 14 
potential of athletes in team sports, the environmental circumstances need to be adequate. The 15 
present chapter will outline how the team coach can create optimal environments for team 16 
functioning in different facets of the coaching job. We will thereby focus on the latest 17 
research trends that identify the crucial markers of optimal environments for team 18 
functioning.  19 
First, although most research and sport practitioners to date have focused on the coach 20 
as only leader of the team, an upcoming trend towards the importance of shared leadership 21 
can be observed: leadership is no longer entitled to one person but is shared within the team. 22 
Second, Haslam, Reicher, and Platow (2011, p. 44) pointed at a significant research gap by 23 
stating that “the causal role played by the social group remains conspicuously absent from 24 
most (if not all) previous treatments of leadership.” The Social Identity Approach to 25 
Leadership (Haslam et al., 2011) is the first to transform the group itself from a marginal to a 26 
central presence in its leadership analysis. Similar to the evolution in organizational research, 27 
the trend to put the social group instead of the leader in the centre of attention has recently 28 
entered the sport literature. In the present chapter, we will further build on this social identity 29 
approach by illustrating the importance of building a shared identity within the team. Third, 30 
creating an optimal team environment is fairly easy when everyone is playing his best game 31 
and the team consecutively wins its games. However, the crucial moments to maintain this 32 
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positive environment is when the team faces challenges are set-backs. In this last part, we will 33 
identify the characteristic of highly resilient teams (i.e., teams that are able to effectively 34 
withstand stressors). To summarize, the present chapter will outline how the coach can 35 
facilitate the team’s performance by optimizing the above-mentioned factors: (1) the coach as 36 
facilitator of shared leadership; (2) the coach as identity manager; and (3) the coach as 37 
conflict manager to create highly resilient teams. 38 
1. The Coach as Facilitator of Shared Leadership 39 
 “Talent is important. But the single most important ingredient after you get the 40 
talent is internal leadership. It's not the coaches as much as one single person or 41 
people on the team who set higher standards than that team would normally set for 42 
itself...”  43 
--- Mike Krzyzewski, head coach of the United States men’s national basketball 44 
team, 2008 and 2012 Olympic gold medalists --- 45 
When it comes to leadership, sport practitioners, fans, and media immediately picture 46 
the coach as leader of the team. However, it is important to realize that, besides the coach, 47 
also athletes within the team can fulfill important leadership roles. Several studies have 48 
highlighted the importance of athlete leadership by demonstrating that higher quality athlete 49 
leadership resulted in higher team identification and a stronger task and social cohesion 50 
(Fransen, Coffee, et al., 2014; Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015a; Loughead, Fransen, 51 
Van Puyenbroeck, Hoffmann, & Boen, 2015; Price & Weiss, 2011). Furthermore, athlete 52 
leaders have been shown to be the catalysts in the contagion of team confidence throughout 53 
the team. In volleyball, soccer, and basketball, it was shown that the expression of team 54 
confidence by the athlete leaders in the team was one of the most important sources of the 55 
players’ team confidence (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De Cuyper, Vande Broek, & Boen, 2015; 56 
Fransen et al., 2012).  Two experimental studies further confirmed that the team confidence 57 
contagion throughout the team emanates from the athlete leader (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 58 
2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2015). More specifically, their findings revealed that team 59 
members had greater team confidence when the leader expressed high confidence in the 60 
team’s success, as a result of which their performance improved. By contrast, when leaders 61 
expressed low confidence in their team, team members’ confidence dropped and their 62 
performance deteriorated.  63 
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Recently, the impact of supporting or thwarting players’ need for competence by the 64 
athlete leaders has been investigated (i.e., by the provision of positive/negative feedback and 65 
the expression of a highly/lowly confident body language, respectively) (Fransen, Vande 66 
Broek, Vansteenkiste, & Boen, 2015). The study findings revealed that athlete leader’s 67 
support of his teammates’ competence enhanced their intrinsic motivation and performance 68 
relative to the neutral group, whereas the athlete leader’s thwarting of competence 69 
undermined his teammates’ intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, structural equation modeling 70 
demonstrated that the effect of competence support/thwarting on intrinsic motivation, both at 71 
the individual and at the team level, was fully mediated by team members’ competence 72 
satisfaction. Moreover, a direct positive impact of competence support emerged on 73 
performance improvement. Athlete leaders thus seem to have the capacity to influence the 74 
team confidence and intrinsic motivation of their teammates (in both positive and negative 75 
ways), thereby significantly affecting team members’ performance. In conclusion, coaches 76 
should use the power of their athlete leaders to establish an optimal team environment. Also 77 
in organizational settings, shared leadership has been proven to be more beneficial for team 78 
performance than vertical forms of leadership, in which one formal leader is positioned 79 
hierarchically above the team (Wang, Waldman, & Zhang, 2014). 80 
Shared leadership between coach and athlete leaders 81 
One of the first studies to compare coach and athlete leadership behaviors was 82 
conducted by Loughead and Hardy (2005). Their study findings demonstrated that coaches 83 
and athlete leaders exhibited different leadership behaviors. More specifically, it was shown 84 
that coaches were perceived as exhibiting training and instruction and autocratic behaviors to 85 
a greater extent than athlete leaders, while athlete leaders exhibited more social support, 86 
positive feedback, and democratic behaviors than their coaches. Recent research further 87 
confirmed that the leadership of the coach and the leadership of athlete leaders complemented 88 
each other. More specifically, coaches and athlete leaders were seen as equally good leaders 89 
when it comes to providing task instructions or communicating with the club board, media, or 90 
sponsors. Meanwhile the leaders within the team (i.e., the athlete leaders) were perceived as 91 
taking the lead in motivating their teammates on the field and creating a good team 92 
atmosphere off the field (Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015b).  93 
Not only do coaches and athlete leaders exhibit different leadership behaviors and 94 
fulfill different leadership functions, they also have a different impact on important group 95 
dynamical constructs. For example, Price and Weiss (2013) revealed that coach leadership 96 
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was more influential than athlete leadership for predicting individual outcomes and collective 97 
efficacy. Athlete leadership, on the other hand, was more strongly related to social cohesion 98 
than coach leadership, and both athlete and coach leadership were equally important for task 99 
cohesion. Recently, the impact of the coach on team confidence and team cohesion was 100 
compared with the impact of athlete leaders in a sample of 343 athletes (eight soccer teams, 101 
eight volleyball teams, and 11 handball teams) (Fransen, Decroos, Vande Broek, & Boen, 102 
2015). The study findings demonstrated that the leadership quality of both coaches and athlete 103 
leaders predicted a unique part of the variance of team confidence and team cohesion. Where 104 
coach leadership was more predictive for team members’ confidence in obtaining the goal 105 
(i.e., team outcome confidence), athlete leaders had more predictive power for teammates’ 106 
confidence in the team’s abilities to perform the process well (i.e., collective efficacy). 107 
Furthermore, coach leadership was more predictive for task cohesion, whereas athlete 108 
leadership was more predictive for social cohesion. However, when taking into account the 109 
indirect effect through members’ team identification, also for task cohesion the impact of 110 
athlete leaders outscored the impact of the coach. 111 
Given that coaches and athlete leaders have a unique impact on different important 112 
indicators of an optimal team functioning, we suggest that a high-quality team environment is 113 
characterized by a structure of shared leadership, in which the coach and athlete leaders can 114 
complement each other. Alternatively, the athlete leader’s impact on the team might be more 115 
direct given that athlete leaders have more interaction with team members and are more likely 116 
to share common experiences. For example, in an organizational context, Wo, Ambrose, and 117 
Schminke (2015) showed that top leadership influences employees only indirectly as this 118 
leadership trickles down first from the top to the middle-management and only then to 119 
employees. Hence, this illustrates that coach leadership sets the tone for athlete leadership 120 
which subsequently reinforces similar attitudes and behavior in team members. The coach 121 
here acts as an important role model for the athlete leaders and the team (D. M. Mayer, 122 
Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009).  123 
Shared leadership within the team  124 
Based on the abovementioned empirical evidence, it can be recommended for coaches 125 
to share the leadership with the athlete leader in their team to create an optimal team 126 
environment. However, one could wonder whether it is enough to share the leadership with 127 
one athlete in the team. To date, the majority of the research on athlete leadership has focused 128 
on the team captain, as the formal leader of the team (e.g., Dupuis, Bloom, & Loughead, 129 
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2006; Grandzol, Perlis, & Draina, 2010; Voelker, Gould, & Crawford, 2011). The captain of 130 
the team is expected to act as a liaison between the coaching staff and the players, to act as a 131 
leader during all team activities, and to represent the team at receptions, meetings, and press 132 
conferences (Mosher, 1979). Furthermore, the captain is expected to take the lead on task 133 
aspects, such as coaching his/her teammates on the field, but also on social aspects, such as 134 
providing social support (Voelker et al., 2011). In short, coaches, players, fans, and media all 135 
seem to assume that the team captain takes the lead both on and off the field.   136 
In this regard, Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De Cuyper, Vande Broek, and Boen (2014) 137 
distinguished between four leadership roles that athletes can occupy; two leadership roles on 138 
the field; (a) the task leader, who gives his/her teammates tactical advice and adjusts them 139 
when necessary; and (b) the motivational leader, who encourages his/her teammates on the 140 
field to perform at their best; and two leadership roles off the field; (a) the social leader, who 141 
develops a good team atmosphere outside of the playing field, and (b) the external leader, 142 
who handles the communication with club management, media, and sponsors. Given the 143 
clearly different description of each of these leadership roles, it can be questioned whether it 144 
is realistic that the team captain has the ability to fulfill such different leadership functions. 145 
Fransen, Vanbeselaere, et al. (2014) identified the four leadership roles in the teams of 146 
4,451 athletes and coaches across nine different team sports in Flanders. Their findings 147 
demonstrated that only in 1% of the teams, the team captain was perceived as best leader on 148 
the four leadership roles. Even more noteworthy is that in 44% of the teams, the captain was 149 
not perceived as best leader on any of the leadership roles. These findings underline the fact 150 
that the leadership qualities attributed to the captain as the team’s formal leader are overrated. 151 
Instead, the informal leaders (i.e., those players who emerge as natural leaders in the team 152 
without formal leadership recognition), rather than the captain, take the lead, both on and off 153 
the field. Shared leadership in this regard is an emergent team property of mutual influence 154 
and shared responsibility among team members, whereby they lead each other toward goal 155 
achievement (Wang et al., 2014). The fact that the team captain is not the only leader, but 156 
instead leadership is shared throughout the team, was also observed by other studies (e.g., 157 
Loughead & Hardy, 2005).  158 
Sharing the lead has been linked to several favorable outcomes. For example, it has 159 
been demonstrated that when the different leadership roles in the team were fulfilled by 160 
different leaders, team members were more confident in the abilities of their team and 161 
identified more strongly with their team. Moreover, a negative, albeit small correlation was 162 
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observed with the team’s place in the ranking (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, et al., 2014): the more 163 
leadership was spread in the team, the higher the team was ranked. In addition, it was shown 164 
that even shared leadership within a single leadership role (e.g., more than one 165 
task/motivational/ social/external leader) was beneficial for the task and social cohesion 166 
within the team (Fransen, 2014). Shared leadership is especially relevant when teams are truly 167 
interdependent (cf. Liden, Wayne, & Bradway, 1997) and have adequate knowledge, 168 
information and individual performance potential (Mumford, Friedrich, Vessey, & Ruark, 169 
2012). If these conditions are not met, sharing responsibilities can be a liability when the 170 
degree of sharing is too large. Moreover, by continuous practice and doing things over and 171 
over again, teams are able to create a sense of routine. Such routines limit the potential impact 172 
of leadership because they render the team sufficiently competent to deal with challenges. 173 
However, when new skills need to be developed or when situations emerge to which routines 174 
do not give appropriate answers (e.g., when conflicts arise are when the team faces setbacks), 175 
shared leadership is essential to guide the team in the right direction (Morgeson, 2005) 176 
 Identifying the leadership structure in the team  177 
Given all these positive outcomes, it seems important as a coach to facilitate athlete 178 
leadership in the team. However, before developing the leadership in the team, it is crucial to 179 
obtain a good insight in the leadership structure within the team: who are the right leaders for 180 
the right job? The perception of the coach in this regard might differ from the leadership 181 
perceptions of the players. The latter however is the most important when it comes to 182 
effective athlete leadership: if the appointed athlete leaders by the coach are not seen as 183 
athlete leaders by their teammates, their guidance will not be followed, and effective 184 
leadership is a long way off.  185 
Social Network Analysis (SNA) (Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015b) constitutes 186 
a novel diagnostic tool that uses the perceptions of the players to identify the key leaders on 187 
the different leadership roles within the team. This network approach also allows the coach to 188 
map the evolution of these leadership structures over time. By using this network approach, 189 
coaches can appoint task, motivational, social, and external athlete leaders that are supported 190 
by the team. A clear delineation of the leadership role, followed by feedback of the coach on 191 
the fulfillment of their leadership role along the way, will foster the further development of 192 
the leadership qualities of the leader. The fact that athlete leaders realize that teammates 193 
support and even expect their leadership will further motivate them to accept their role and 194 
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engage in high-quality athlete leadership behavior (Benson, Eys, Surya, Dawson, & 195 
Schneider, 2013). 196 
Athlete leadership development  197 
Considering the abovementioned benefits of shared leadership, it is important as a 198 
coach to not only identify the athlete leaders in the team but also to facilitate and develop 199 
athlete leadership in the team. An autocratic, controlling coaching style, in which the coach 200 
imposes the rules, norms, goals, and way of working to his/her players without providing any 201 
voice, will most likely result in a flock of meek sheep (Morrison, 2011). Such an environment 202 
offers very little chances to develop effective athlete leadership in the team. By contrary, an 203 
autonomy-supportive coaching style provides voice to the players when deciding on the team 204 
rules, norms, and goals. This participation leads to accountability and a higher commitment. It 205 
can be assumed that a coaching style in which athletes are given autonomy rather than being 206 
controlled nurtures the development of athlete leaders’ abilities to take the lead and cope with 207 
challenging situations.  208 
There is an apparent autonomy paradox though. Increased personal autonomy can 209 
jeopardize the team’s sense of cohesion (Langfred, 2000). That is, team members who embark 210 
on their autonomy often focus on their individual goals, thereby losing sense of what the team 211 
needs. As such, individual autonomy may instill a detachment from the team by trying to 212 
follow one’s own path rather than focusing on the team’s goals.  However, the same study 213 
demonstrated that autonomy at the team level (i.e., the level of control and discretion the 214 
group is allowed in carrying out tasks assigned by the organization) does have a positive 215 
influence on the team’s sense of cohesion. It is important for coaches to find the right balance 216 
here by providing autonomy at the team level while fostering a clear joint vision on the team’s 217 
goals. This is the first step in creating an optimal environment for athlete leadership 218 
development. However, before being able to provide high-quality athlete leadership, athlete 219 
leaders need adequate competence in their leadership role. Until recently, the area of athlete 220 
leadership development in sport has received very little attention within the literature (for a 221 
review, see Cotterill & Fransen, 2015).  222 
An example leadership development program has been developed by Gould and 223 
Voelker (2010). Their captaincy leadership development program included several one-day 224 
leadership training clinics for team captains each fall and spring semester. In these clinics, the 225 
major components of leadership are introduced (e.g. positive peer modeling, communication, 226 
motivation, and team cohesion). Consequently, the athletes are offered various exercises, 227 
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which help them to improve their skills as a captain in these key leadership areas (e.g., how to 228 
approach and talk to their coach with player issues, how to motivate teammates). 229 
Furthermore, the captains have the opportunity to identify common team problems and 230 
collaborate with peers on how they might handle them as a leader. Besides the clinics, the 231 
team captains were also equipped with a separate self-study guide. This guide included basic 232 
information on the key leadership skills, as well as examples of athletes and coaches who are 233 
effective in implementing these leadership skills. 234 
Although this leadership program has several positive characteristics, it is unfortunate 235 
that the program only aims for captains or athletes who have been identified as possessing the 236 
leadership potential to become one in the future. As noted before, informal leaders, rather than 237 
the formal leaders, are often perceived as the real leaders in the team (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, 238 
et al., 2014). Interestingly, a leadership development program that not only aims to develop 239 
formal but also informal leaders has recently been developed by Cotterill (2015). His program 240 
seeks to develop athlete leadership in elite professional cricketers in three specific domains: 241 
(1) captaincy development, (House & Wells) leadership skill development, and (3) personal 242 
growth and leadership development. It is important to note that the second domain pertains to 243 
every player in the squad. Each player is given opportunities to act as a leader and to take on 244 
positions of responsibility, as they are assigned specific leadership roles during training and 245 
practice games. By developing the leadership skills of multiple athletes in the team, this 246 
leadership development program follows the recent trend that leadership is not only provided 247 
by the team captain but rather is shared throughout the team. 248 
Although previous leadership development programs focused on leadership in general, 249 
we have seen before that athlete leaders can occupy four different leadership roles. Therefore, 250 
it is important to develop leader’s abilities with regard to their specific roles. More 251 
specifically, a task leader needs to obtain insight in the game tactics, whereas a motivational 252 
leader needs to know how to motivate each of his/her teammates (i.e., knowing which players 253 
need to be incited, and who would benefit more from being calmed down). Also off the field, 254 
the athlete leaders need to learn specific competencies: the social leader needs to learn how to 255 
deal with intra-team conflicts and how to foster the team atmosphere, while an external leader 256 
should be trained in his communication skills to represent his team towards club management, 257 
media, and sponsors. Consequently, appointing the ‘right’ athlete leaders to the appropriate 258 
roles is only the first step: athlete leaders need to be further developed on the competences 259 
that are crucial for their specific leadership role. High-quality leadership on each of these four 260 
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roles will result in stronger team confidence, higher team identification (Fransen, Coffee, et 261 
al., 2014), stronger task and social cohesion (Loughead et al., 2015) and ultimately improved 262 
performance (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2015). 263 
Avoiding the risks of sharing the lead 264 
Despite the established benefits of shared leadership for optimal team functioning, 265 
sharing the lead also carries significant risks. For example, if the appointed task leader has a 266 
strongly different view on the playing strategy than other task leaders or than the coach, the 267 
contrasting guidelines during the game might lead to confusion and doubt in the team. In 268 
order to avoid the risks of shared leadership and to develop an effective shared leadership 269 
structure, we suggest two important preconditions that coaches should keep in mind. 270 
First, coaches should aim for role clarity, instead of role ambiguity. As a coach, it is 271 
essential to clearly delineate the function and responsibilities attached to a given leadership 272 
role together with the athletes. Perceptions of role ambiguity (i.e., the lack of clear, consistent 273 
information regarding an individual’s role) have been associated with decreased task cohesion 274 
and lower confidence in their own ability to successfully fulfill the leadership role (Eys & 275 
Carron, 2001). On the other hand, if athlete leaders are well-informed of the expectations that 276 
are connected to a given leadership role, this is likely to facilitate role satisfaction 277 
(Beauchamp, Bray, Eys, & Carron, 2005), overall athlete satisfaction (Eys, Carron, Bray, & 278 
Beauchamp, 2003), and a better fulfillment of their leadership role (Bray & Brawley, 2002). 279 
Clearly delineating the function of the different athlete leaders is thus an important boundary 280 
condition for effective shared leadership.  281 
A second and even more important condition for shared leadership to be effective is 282 
the development of a shared vision. A shared vision with regard to the team norms, values, 283 
and goals is crucial to get all players on the same page. To obtain a shared vision, coaches 284 
should provide adequate autonomy support to the team and decide in mutual agreement with 285 
the players on the common goals to aim for, as well as on the norms and values that are 286 
necessary to reach these goals. The more team members internalize the team’s goals as their 287 
own, the more a shared accountability is established, as a result of which players are more 288 
strongly committed to reach these aims. The fact that all players are looking in the same 289 
direction and aim for the same goals will promote concurring messages of the different athlete 290 
leaders and the coach, thereby leading to a more optimal team functioning. 291 
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2. The Coach as Identity Manager to Develop a Shared Vision 292 
“The leaders who work most effectively, it seems to me, never say ‘I’. And that’s not 293 
because they have trained themselves not to say ‘I’. They don’t think ‘I’. They think 294 
‘team’.” 295 
--- Peter Drucker ---  296 
 For a long time, researchers have attempted to explain group phenomena in sports 297 
teams based on the motives, attitudes, and actions of the individual athletes. In this regard, 298 
sport scientists often used the Self-Determination Approach (Deci & Ryan, 1985) as 299 
theoretical framework, which postulates that each individual has three basic needs (i.e., 300 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness) that need to be fulfilled in order to become 301 
intrinsically motivated for their sports activities. Although this theory has provided useful 302 
insights in the motivation of athletes, it is in essence an individualistic theory, which focuses 303 
on the individual athlete. A sports team, however, is more than the sum of its individual 304 
players. Therefore, more insight can be gained from a theory that focuses on the group 305 
dynamics.  306 
The Social Identity Approach (SIA; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) has been one the first 307 
motivational theories to transform the group itself from a side-effect of individual cognitions 308 
to a central presence in its analysis. Despite its prominence in organizational settings, the 309 
insights from this social identity approach have, until relatively recently, been largely 310 
overlooked within the domain of sport (Rees, Haslam, Coffee, & Lavallee, 2015b). 311 
Nevertheless, SIA offers great potential to gain a deeper insight in the specific team processes 312 
within sports teams.  313 
The Social Identity Approach asserts that the psychology and behavior of team 314 
members is shaped by their capacity to not only think, feel, and behave as individuals (in 315 
terms of personal identity as ‘I’ and ‘me’), but also, and often more importantly, as group 316 
members (in terms of a shared social identity as ‘we’ and ‘us’; Haslam, 2001; Turner, Hogg, 317 
Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). Group identification, also termed team identification, 318 
refers to the extent in which we define ourselves in terms of our group membership. It is 319 
precisely this internalized sense of a shared identity (their sense of themselves as part of ‘us’) 320 
that “makes group behavior possible” (Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher, 2014; Turner, 1982, p. 321 
21). Phil Jackson, one of the greatest basketball coaches of all time illustrated the importance 322 
of this shared identity by noting: “Good teams become great ones when the members trust 323 
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each other enough to surrender the Me for the We.” In their recent review, Rees, Haslam, 324 
Coffee, and Lavallee (2015a) pointed out that social identity is not only the basis for sports 325 
group behavior, but also for formation and development, support and stress appraisal, and 326 
leadership. We will elaborate on each of these components. 327 
First, as we mentioned before, individuals are able to define themselves as group 328 
members (e.g., as members of the same sports team) instead of defining themselves as being 329 
unique individuals. This shift in self-definition allows people to act as group members. 330 
Furthermore, the SIA asserts that when people defines the self in terms of their social identity, 331 
people strive to define the ingroup as positively distinct from comparison outgroups. In other 332 
words, players and fans of a particular team will strive to emphasize how their team is better 333 
than the rival teams. If this cannot be achieved in terms of (objective) performance (i.e., better 334 
ranking), other positive comparison dimensions such as best team atmosphere or best fair play 335 
will be called upon. 336 
Second, the traditional view on group formation and development postulates that 337 
individuals become, and remain, group members to the extent that they believe it is in their 338 
personal interests to do so (Carron, Widmeyer, & Brawley, 1985). According to this literature, 339 
group membership is thus based on individuals’ motivations, and as soon as groups no longer 340 
meet the team members’ need, they will disband and disintegrate. However, as Rees et al. 341 
(2015a) pointed out, this approach cannot explain why people make a point of being ‘die-342 
hard’ fans, who stick with their team through tick and thin. Instead, they suggest that the core 343 
process that binds group members (i.e., athletes, coach, or fans) to each other is 344 
depersonalization, through wich individuals define themselves in terms of a social identity 345 
that is shared with others. Not only does social identity form the basis for joining new groups, 346 
it is also at the basis for ongoing group development. In this regard Wann and Branscombe 347 
(1990) showed that social identification, rather than the satisfaction of personal needs is the 348 
key motivator of continued group support. Along the same lines, Turner, Hogg, Turner, and 349 
Smith (1984) observed that the failure of winning a game can actually foster team members’ 350 
commitment to the group, which is in contrast with the traditional approach of individual 351 
needs. 352 
Third, it has been shown that we are more likely to offer and receive help from people 353 
that (are perceived to) belong to the same in-group, or in other words being representative of a 354 
shared social identity. For example, in their experimental study Levine, Prosser, Evans, and 355 
Reicher (2005) investigated the willingness of the participants (all Manchester United fans) to 356 
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help an injured man, who was dressed with either a Manchester United shirt (i.e., member of 357 
the same in-group) or a shirt of Liverpool, their rivals (i.e., member of the out-group). The 358 
study findings revealed that when the injured man was dressed with a Manchester United shirt 359 
92% of the participants offered help. When dressed with the Liverpool shirt, only 32% of the 360 
participants were eager to help the injured men. The authors concluded that social 361 
identification is thus a strong predictor of support. Along the same lines, Haslam and Reicher 362 
(2006) found that when people’s sense of a shared identity increased, they provided each 363 
other with more social support and effectively resisted the adverse effects of situational 364 
stressors. By contrast, when people’s sense of shared identity declined, they provided each 365 
other with less support and succumbed to stressors. Morgan, Fletcher, and Sarkar (2013) also 366 
identified a shared identity as an important characteristic of highly resilient teams (i.e., teams 367 
which are able to succesfully withstand stressors).  368 
Fourth, the recent application of SIA to leadership argues that leaders’ effectiveness 369 
depends on the extent that leaders are able to create and manage a shared identity within a 370 
group (Haslam et al., 2011). In other words, effective leaders are able to create a shared sense 371 
of ‘we’ and ‘us’ within the team. This is nicely illustrated by CEO Lewis Ergen, who noted 372 
that “the ratio of We’s to I’s is the best indicator of the development of a team” (Quick, 1992, 373 
p. 20). Steffens, Haslam, Reicher, et al. (2014) have recently distinguished between four 374 
dimensions of effective identity based leadership. First, leaders need to be in-group 375 
prototypes (i.e., represent the unique qualities that define the group and what it means to be a 376 
member of the group). Second, they need to be in-group champions (i.e., advance and 377 
promote the core interests of the group). Third, leaders need to be entrepreneurs of identity 378 
(i.e., bring people together by creating a shared sense of ‘we’ and ‘us’ within the group). 379 
Fourth and finally, leaders need to be embedders of identity (i.e., develop structures that 380 
facilitate and embed shared understanding, coordination, and success). 381 
Recent research in sports teams revealed that high-quality coaches were able to create 382 
a shared sense of ‘we’ and ‘us’ within the team, which in turn instigated an increased team 383 
confidence and a stronger task and social cohesion among team members (De Backer et al., 384 
2011; Fransen, Decroos, Vande Broek, et al., 2015). Furthermore, not only coaches were able 385 
to influence the team identification of the athletes within the team, also athlete leaders were 386 
shown to fulfil a key role to create a sense of ‘us’. More specifically, it was demonstrated that 387 
high-quality athlete leaders caused their teammates to think, feel, and behave in terms of ‘we’ 388 
(as a team), rather than in terms of ‘I’ (as individuals). In turn, this stronger feeling of 389 
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connection with the team resulted in an enhanced team members’ confidence in the abilities 390 
of their team, created a stronger task and social cohesion, and improved the team’s 391 
performance (Fransen, Coffee, et al., 2014; Fransen, Decroos, Vande Broek, et al., 2015; 392 
Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2015). These findings suggest that not 393 
only coaches, but also athlete leaders are of crucial importance to foster this sense of ‘we’, 394 
and again highlight the importance for creating a structure of shared leadership.  395 
3. The Coach as Conflict Manager to Create Highly Resilient Teams 396 
“It’s not whether you get knocked down; it’s whether you can and will get back up.” 397 
--- Vince Lombardi, one of the most successful football coaches in the American 398 
history --- 399 
Live is easy when thriving on successes and wins and when everything works out the 400 
way that it was planned to be. However, a sports season is characterized by unforeseen 401 
circumstances (e.g., injury of a key player) and regularly setbacks (e.g., defeats). Furthermore, 402 
given the nature of team sports, also intra-team conflicts can be expected. In order to create an 403 
optimal team environment it is crucial for sport teams for effectively withstand all these 404 
stressors and become highly resilient teams. It is noteworthy that the resilience of a team is 405 
more than the sum of the individual players’ resilience. Therefore, Morgan et al. (2013) 406 
identified four particular team attributes that characterize resilient teams (see Figure 1): (1) 407 
group structure; (2) task-involving climate; (3) social capital; and (4) team confidence. Even 408 
when the team members are taking up personal responsibilities and possibly even a leadership 409 
role in the team, when it comes down to conflict, the coach’s leadership is highly valued and 410 
expected. Hence, it is important for coaches to foster each of these characteristics in their 411 
team in order to be ready as a team to effectively handle conflicts; within-team conflicts as 412 
well as when the team is confronted with external stressors (e.g., repeatedly losing, injuries, 413 
etc.). We will outline each of these team characteristics in detail. 414 
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Figure 1. The four attributes that characterize resilient teams (based on Morgan et al., 2013) 415 
 416 
A. Group structure 417 
The first characteristic of highly resilient teams pertains to the creation of an optimal 418 
group structure, characterized by collective group norms and values, shared leadership, and an 419 
open communication climate. We already highlighted the importance of these aspects at the 420 
beginning of a season, but they will even get more decisive when the team is confronted with 421 
obstacles or intra-team conflicts.  422 
First, if a clear structure of athlete leadership has been established in the team, not 423 
only the coaches, but also the athlete leaders have to guard that all players travel the same 424 
path towards the common team goals. If a player however does deviate from the expected 425 
behavior, it is also their task to reprimand their teammates and remind them of the postulated 426 
norms, values, and goals of the team. Pressure from within the team can be more effective 427 
than pressure of the coach. At first sight, athlete leaders who dare to stand up for their opinion 428 
might cause disagreements within the team, but it is exactly these discussions that can make 429 
players stronger and able to work more effectively as a team. Mike Candrea, head coach of 430 
the USA softball team (2004 Olympic gold medalists), highlighted the importance of such a 431 
set of key leaders within the team: “Having great leadership is a big key to success. It’s really 432 
the leaders’ team because they are the ones whom the rest of the players, especially the 433 
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freshmen, look up to when setting the standards. Our team will go as far as our leaders are 434 
willing to take us.”  435 
Second, by providing voice to the players, players will be more committed to realize 436 
their goals and adopt the postulated norms and values. Research in organizational teams 437 
demonstrated that more empowered teams were also more productive and proactive than less 438 
empowered teams. Furthermore, the empowered workers were more satisfied with their job 439 
and more committed to their team and organization (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999). Moreover, in 440 
order to empower the players, also the role of the coach changes. More specifically, 441 
organizational research on self-management teams demonstrated that the most effective 442 
leadership behaviors of the external leader (i.e., the coach in sports teams) are those that 443 
facilitate the team’s self-management through self-observation, self-evaluation, and self-goal-444 
setting (Manz & Sims, 1987). Similarly, it is beneficial for coaches to encourage their team to 445 
monitor, be aware, and to evaluate their level of performance, in order to set appropriate 446 
performance goals. Such an open-communication environment will also allow that coaches 447 
and athletes discuss intra-team conflicts openly. In this way, players are allowed to voice their 448 
opinions, resolve their differences, and find a common way of interacting with each other.  449 
B. Task-involving climate 450 
A second important characteristic of highly resilient teams is a task-involving climate. 451 
Such a climate focuses on learning and improvement together as one team, instead of 452 
promoting intra-team comparison. Morgan et al. (2013) established that resilient teams are 453 
able to focus on both personal and team development because they are able to filter out 454 
irrelevant cues and isolate what is important. Furthermore, they revealed how resilient teams 455 
exhibited a range of effective behaviors to overcome stressors, thereby increasing the 456 
likelihood of team progression. For example, thorough preparation for difficult moments (e.g., 457 
having a plan B or C if plan A does not work out during the game) was seen as an important 458 
factor that could make the difference when encountering difficult match situations. 459 
When conflicts arise or when goals, norms, or values have been deviated, 460 
communication will be crucial. It is the task of the coach, together with the athlete leaders, to 461 
clearly outline each player’s responsibility and to remind the players of the common goals, as 462 
they were set at the start of the season. Several studies reported that such open 463 
communication, which reflects the shared values and emphasizes the common goal to aim for, 464 
is most optimal to resolve conflicts, to get everyone back on the same wavelength, and to 465 
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enhance the task cohesion within the team (Smith, Arthur, Hardy, Callow, & Williams, 2013; 466 
Sullivan & Feltz, 2003). It is noteworthy that also athlete leaders seem to play a role in 467 
creating a task-involving climate given that previous studies demonstrated that teams with 468 
high-quality athlete leadership are also characterized by stronger task cohesion (Fransen, 469 
Decroos, Vande Broek, et al., 2015; Price & Weiss, 2011) 470 
C. Social capital 471 
The third characteristic of highly resilient teams is the existence of high-quality 472 
interactions and caring relationships within the team, also called the social capital of a team 473 
(Morgan et al., 2013). Resilient teams develop emotional bonds because of which players 474 
accept their teammates, regardless of individual differences. Furthermore, this strong 475 
emotional bond and closeness between team members will give players the feeling that they 476 
can rely on each other and that teammates would provide assistance if needed.  477 
This social support and advice of peers is also captured as team-member exchange 478 
(TMX; Seers, 1989). TMX is a unidimensional concept that represents an individual’s overall 479 
perception of exchanges with other members of the team. This exchange can vary in terms of 480 
the content and process of exchange. In the case of low TMX, exchanges are limited to what 481 
is required for the completion of the task. High TMX on the other hand involves the exchange 482 
of resources, assistance, and support that extends beyond what is necessary for task 483 
completion (Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000). High TMX is related to offering work-related 484 
expertise and providing feedback. As such, TMX has been argued to provide the necessary 485 
conditions for the team members to experience a sense of meaning and impact (Liden et al., 486 
2000). 487 
People often turn to peers for guidance and support, especially if they experience 488 
difficult and challenging situations (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It has been 489 
demonstrated, however, that there is substantial variability in the degree of assistance and 490 
support that people receive from peers as evidenced from research on TMX (Seers, 1989). 491 
The social support and cooperation found in high TMX environments are expected to help in 492 
maintaining balance and control over challenging circumstances. Indeed, TMX provides task-493 
related and social support to individuals (Murphy, Wayne, Liden, & Erdogan, 2003), which 494 
has been shown to buffer the negative effects of several stressors (e.g., Cobb, 1976; House & 495 
Wells, 1978) 496 
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In order for TMX to fully develop, trust is essential. Mike Herbert, former head coach 497 
of the American volleyball team emphasized the importance of trust in dealing with conflicts 498 
as follows: “As I look back on the conflicts we encountered, it is clear to me that all of us had 499 
benefitted from our earlier work together with the concept of trust. They were learning to trust 500 
each other when taking on issues. They were freeing themselves of the fear of retaliation that 501 
often accompanies such intimate discussions. We were able to arrive at a full awareness of 502 
both the problem and a solution without having to waste time tiptoeing around the issue. We 503 
trusted each other to refrain from unfairly exposing each other to ridicule. We trusted each 504 
other to leave individual agendas behind and to contribute to the dialogue in an open and 505 
unselfish fashion. All of this was possible only because sufficient levels of trust were in place. 506 
Regardless of how talented your players are, a positive environment that includes a solid 507 
mutual trust among everyone involved with the program is vital for your program both on and 508 
off the court. When I am asked to reveal the secret to my past success, I could answer that I 509 
was an exceptional skill trainer, a tactical genius, a thorough game planner, and a great 510 
motivational speaker, but I don’t. Instead, I tell them the truth: I spent most of my time trying 511 
to get people to learn how to trust. All of the other elements are important, but trust is the one 512 
variable without which the entire program-building effort would collapse” (Herbert, 2014). 513 
To develop trusting relationships between the players, a safety climate needs to be 514 
established, characterized by mutual respect and understanding, in which players feel 515 
sufficiently safe to freely voice their opinion. Respect and understanding link to an important 516 
antecedent of trust, that is, integrity (R. C. Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). Benevolence 517 
(i.e., the extent to which players care for each other’s welfare and competence) together with 518 
the extent to which players are considered qualified and competent equally contribute to trust 519 
development. Players look for these properties to make estimates of how much others can be 520 
trusted. Such a climate will emphasize players’ feeling of being united and forms a warm 521 
environment to positively deal with intra-team conflicts.  522 
Finally, fostering team members’ identification with the team has also been found to 523 
positively predict a team’s resilience. Research demonstrated that coaches and athlete leaders 524 
who were able to strengthen the players’ team identification also strengthened their 525 
confidence in the team’s abilities and the confidence in attaining their goals (Fransen, Coffee, 526 
et al., 2014; Steffens, Haslam, Reicher, et al., 2014). In turn, this stronger feeling of 527 
connection with the team resulted in an improved performance (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; 528 
Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2015).   529 
18 
 
D. Team confidence 530 
The fourth and final characteristic of teams that effectively withstand stressors is team 531 
confidence. When coaches express confidence in their team, the players will be inclined to 532 
have confidence as well (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, et al., 2015). Not only the coaches, but also 533 
the athlete leaders have an important responsibility in being a role model for their team. It has 534 
been shown that when athlete leaders expressed high confidence in their team, this confidence 535 
spread throughout the team. As a result, also their teammates were highly confident in the 536 
abilities of their team and, as a consequence, their performance increased. In contrast, when 537 
athlete leaders expressed that they lost confidence in their team’s chances, their behavior 538 
negatively affected teammates’ team confidence and their performance decreased (Fransen, 539 
Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2015).     540 
4. Conclusion 541 
On the previous pages, we outlined how coaches can create a structure of shared 542 
leadership, how coaches together with their athlete leaders can instigate a sense of ‘us’ among 543 
all team members, and how coaches can make their team more resilient when obstacles are 544 
encountered. Although these are important tools for coaches to create an optimal team 545 
environment, they do not guarantee stability along the whole season. Instead, in a sports team 546 
conflicts are inevitable and may cause damage in the optimal team environment. However, the 547 
group conflicts by themselves are not by definition positive or negative for the team 548 
development. Rather, the way in which the team deals with these conflicts is crucial for the 549 
outcome (Martin, Bruner, Eys, & Spink, 2014). In this regard, the four characteristics of 550 
highly resilient teams provide valuable tools for coaches to prevent or effectively handle the 551 
conflicts that will arise throughout the development process of a team. When conflicts are 552 
handled well, they might even prove to be very valuable for the further development of the 553 
team.  554 
Highly resilient teams that have a clearly established structure of shared leadership, 555 
and in which the players strongly identify with their team are characterized by several 556 
strengths, as summarized in Figure 2. For example, an effective structure of shared athlete 557 
leadership will promote a shared vision with regard to the goals, norms, and values of the 558 
team. The according responsibility will foster athletes’ motivation and their commitment to 559 
achieve the team goals, thereby enhancing the team performance (Nicolaides et al., 2014). In 560 
addition, a strong identification with the team will foster players’ adherence to these team 561 
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norms (Spears, Doosje, & Ellemers, 1999), but also players’ team confidence (Fransen, 562 
Coffee, et al., 2014; Fransen, Decroos, Vanbeselaere, et al., 2015; Fransen, Haslam, et al., 563 
2015), the team’s task and social cohesion (De Backer et al., 2011; Fransen, Decroos, Vande 564 
Broek, et al., 2015), the team’s optimal functioning (Martin et al., 2014), and eventually the 565 
team performance (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Steffens, et al., 2015; Lembke & 566 
Wilson, 1998). To summarize, by facilitating shared leadership, by creating a shared sense of 567 
‘us’ within the team and by fostering the team’s resilience, coaches can establish an optimal 568 
environment for team functioning, in good times, but also when facing obstacles of setbacks.  569 
Figure 2. A structure of shared leadership, team identification, and team resilience as 570 
important predictors of optimal team functioning and performance.  571 
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